

»OB CAREY, the tin-star at Low Butte, 
; corning out of his office when he saw 
Jim Redder, owner of the Bar T spread, ride 
down the main street. 

"Bob!" Jim called from a distance, and the 
sheriff waved. Carey paused at the bottom of 
the steps and waited while fat Jim dismounted. 

"H'ya, Jim," Bob began. "What's wrong? 
You look like you could cut your own throat." 

Kedder, whose expression was drawn and 
set, nodded. 

"I might at that," he said. "You got any laws 
against suicide?" 

Carey's blood went cold. 

"Sure we have," he said. "There isn't a town, 
county or country in the world that hasn't. It's 
a basic law. Nobody's got a right to take life — 
not even his own." 

Jim Kedder sighed. 

"All right," he said. "Bob, you know I'm a 
law-abidin' man." He heaved a sigh. "Well, I 
reckon it's back to the Old Medicine Man trail 
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ughter at school out East to support. 
. know things have been tight in all the 
valley spreads. I need a loan bad to tide me 
over the comin' winter." 

"Banker Wilger ought to give you one," 
Bob Carey said, his eyes narrowing. 

"He ought," Kedder said. "But he won't. 
Cad Rudge is puttin' pressure on him not to. 
You know Rudge is the richest man in the 
valley. Of course even he's tight-pressed for 
money now, but he's still got enough influence 
to keep Wilger from loaning me money!" 

"But, thunderation," Bob roared, "Wilger's 
loaning every othef rancher in the valley 
money." 

Kedder glanced at him. "I can't figure out 
why, Bob, but every time Rudge looks at me, 
he smiles. It's a queer, knowing smile, as 
though he knew something I didn't." 

" 'Mornin', Kedder!" A loud, rough voice 
barked. 

Kedder and the sheriff glanced up. 

Cad Rudge sat on his cayuse in the middle 
of main street, smiling. 

"Looks like it might be a hard winter, gents," 
he remarked, and there was more than a tinge 
of sarcasm in his voice. "Shot a polecat this 
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mornin' and its hair was pretty thick." 

"Maybe not," Bob Carey remarked. His own 
face was wintry. "There's polecats and pole- 
cats." 

Cad Rudge went purple-faced instantly. 
Then, with an effort, he controlled himself. 
But the anger hadn't died. He glanced at the 
sky. 

"Well, I'd stake my reputation as a weather 
prophet on it," he said. The sarcasm' in his 
voice deepened. "It'll be a hard winter for 
some, anyway, eh, Kedder?" 

Jim Kedder winced. Then his back stiffened. 
"I'll get the money I need, Rudge. Don't you 
worry. Even if I have to go out on the Old 
Medicine Trail again. Got a special new mud 
pack for the ladies I'm making up out on my 
spread." 

There was silence. Cad Rudge seemed to 
choke. Again he controlled himself. From 
purple his face went almost white. Then, slow- 
ly, a strange light kindled in his eyes, a light 
of self-satisfaction and swift decision. A deep 
animal chuckle issued from his throat. 

"Goin' back to your old trade, eh, Kedder?" 
he said. "Well, good luck. I think you'll be 
needin' it." Again he looked at the sky. "Good 
weather today — for some," he said cryptically 
and rode on. 

Bob Carey scratched his chin. "He knows 
somethin', that's for certain," the tin-star said. 

"Yeah, but what?" Jim Kedder asked des- 
perately. He looked at the sheriff with haggard 
eyes. Slowly he remounted his horse. 

"You see me headin' out of Low Butte to- 
morrow mornin' with my old medicine wagon, 
don't laugh, Bob," he said mournfully. "If I 
can sell my new mixture I might be able to 
save the spread." 

Bob Carey watched him as he went on his 
way. He knew Kedder was in a practically 
hopeless condition. To fall down on his pay- 
ments on the ranch meant he'd lose the whole 
investment. And Kedder was old. He never 
could make a comeback as a rancher. 

The tin-star dropped over to see Banker ■ 
Wilger. 

"No use askin' me to do anything, Carey," 
Wilger said, shrugging. "If Rudge took his 
account out of this bank I'd have to close up. 
That wouldn't do Low Butte any good, would 
it?" 

Carey had to acknowledge it wouldn't. 

He went out of the office badly disturbed. 
There seemed no way to save Kedder. Then 
he remembered what he'd been leaving town 
( Continued on inside back cover) 
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Backfire 
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for and something else took its place beside 
Kedder's troubles. The weather had been dry. 
It was Bob's duty to make the rounds of the 
valley ranches to make sure there were no 
violations of fire ordinances. In the past, some 
ranchers had been careless, allowing rubbish 
piles to grow near their alfalfa fields and some- 
times start disastrous fires. 

The sun was sinking as he hit the trail over 
the low rises to the south. The summits of 
these would bring him into view of most of 
the valley. He saw nothing amiss as he can- 
tered along. The valley was a bustle of activity. 
Bunkhouse gangs from four separate spreads 
were rounding up calves and returning them 
to the herds. A bitter smile crossed Bob Carey's 
face. Poor Jim Kedder! With no money in his 
poke, he would have lost his bunkhouse boys 
long ago. 

The sun was already below the horizon when 
he completed his round and turned down the 
road heading past Rudge's spread to the Bar-T. 
Jim Kedder, he figured, could use a little 
friendly company. 

He had just topped a rise in the road which 
brought him into full view of Cad Rudge's 
spread when he saw the burst, like an ex- 
plosion. 

"Thunderation !" Carey yelled, spurring his 
horse forward, 

Rudge's east pasture was ablaze! The ranch 
welkin rang furiously. As he sped down the 
road, the tin-star could see the fire burning 
directly across the far edge of Rudge's spread 
toward the boundary of the Bar-T. Rudge, he 
knew, had plenty of waddies to help him, while 
Jim Kedder would be alone. An instant later 
he made his decision and tore on down toward 
the Bar-T. He swept into the ranch-yard ten 
minutes later. Kedder, somewhat dazed, was 
standing in front of his old medicine wagon, 
filling bottles from a huge barrel of some mix- 
ture. Carey hastily dismounted as Kedder 
nodded. 

"No use. Bob," he said sadly. "She'll take 
off my alfalfa as well as Rudge's. You know 
that well's I do. Now I'm really ruined!" 

The tin-star's face fell. He nodded slowly. 

"Yeah, if only we could get a backfire started 
fast enough to . . ." He paused and suddenly^ 
his eyes bugged out as he watched Kedder~ 
mechanically filling bottles. "What in tarna- 
tion's that?" 

"New mud pack mixture," Kedder said era- 
barrassedly. "Good mud from back of my ranch 
house." 

To Kedder's amazement, Carey saddled his- 
own cayuse to a buckboard standing nearby. 
Then he found himself, under the sheriff's di- 



rection, hoisting the barrel of mixture up on 
the buckboard at an angle, so it could slop over. 

"I'm startin' a fire!" Carey yelled, driving 
off with the mud slopping out of the tipped 
barrel in a continuous stream. "And on the way 
back, the tailboard of this wagon will smother 
a fire-break through it. We'll save your grass 
yet, Jim. The wind's changing! The fire'll" 
burn back toward Rudge's alfalfa!" 

Bug-eyed, Jim Kedder watched the buck- 
board tear down through the alfalfa, leaving 
a thin trail of mud behind it. At the far end 
of the pasture, where the alfalfa petered out, 
it stopped. Carey ditched the barrel, turned 
the buckboard around and let down the tail- 
board until it dragged on the ground. Then 
he lit a match and threw it on the mud. In- 
stantly, along the mud-line a blaze sprang up, 
coming toward Kedder. And following it, with 
the tailboard creating a firebreak, while the 
wind whipped the fire back toward Rudge's 
spread, came the buckboard at a slow, meander- 
ing pace. As it reached Kedder it stopped and 
the tin-star sprang out. Both men watched the 
holocaust burn toward Rudge's almost anni- 
hilated fields. 

"What in thunder you do?" Kedder de- 
manded. 

"We needed a fast fire to make that fire- 
break in a straight line!" Carey explained. 
"And that mud you got in your backyard is 
soaked in petroleum. It's been oozing up from 
underneath. You didn't recognize what it was!" 

"Then it was Rudge who set that fire!" 
Kedder exclaimed. 

"Sure. Rudge probably found out about the 
oil in the mud before you did. He's the snoop- 
iest nose in the valley. Then he decided to 
starve you out, keep you from a loan, bid in 
your spread cheap and grab the oil. But he 
overheard you sayin' you were bottlin' the 
stuff, realized he had to burn you out, wagon 
and all so you wouldn't know what you had — 
and ruin you besides! But the firebreak stopped 
that. Now he'll suffer. His own alfalfa's de- 
stroyed—and you can recoup your own losses 
selling him what's left of yours. You can put 
in drillin' equipment with the dough." 

CAREY paused, his voice hardening. "But 
that isn't all. I noticed Rudge was the 
only rancher who had a rubbish pile — and a 
new one, too. He built it to cover an excuse for 
the fire, even if it meant a fine. I'm riding back 
right now to pick him up for fire violations. 
Ninety days in the hoosegow — and a two- 
thousand dollar fine!" 

THE END 
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